Chapter2 .

Drawing the Color Line

There is not a country in world history in which racism has been more
important, for so long a time, as the United States. And the problem of
“the color line,” as W. E. B. Du Bois putit, is still with us. So itis more than
a purely historical question to ask: How did it start>—and an even more
urgent question; How might it end? Qr, to putit differently: Is it possible
for whites and blacks to live together without hatred?

If history can help answer these questions, then the beginnings of
slavery in North America—a continent where we can trace the coming of
the first whites and the first blacks—might supply at leasta few clues.

In the English colonies, slavery developed quickly into a regular insti-
tution, into the normal labor relation of blacks to whites. With it devel-
oped that special racial feeling—whether hatred, or contempt, or pity, or
patronization—that accompanied the inferior position of blacks in Amer-
ica for the next 350 years: that combination of inferior status and deroga-
tory thought we call racism. .

Everything in the experience of the first white settlers acted as a pres-
sure for the enslavement of blacks.

The Virginians of 1619 were desperate for labor, to grow enough
food to stay alive. Among them were survivors from the winter of
1609—10, the “starving time,” when, crazed for want of food, they roamed
the woods for nuts and berries, dug up graves to eat the corpses, and died
in batches until five bundred colonists were reduced to sixty.

They needed labor, to grow corn for subsistence, to grow tobacco for
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export. They had just learned from the Indians how to grow tobacco, and
in 1617 they sent off the first cargo to England. Finding that, like all plea-
surable drugs tainted with moral disapproval, it brought a high price, the
planters, despite their high religious talk, were not going to ask questions
about something so profitable.

They couldn’t force Indians to work for them, as Columbus had done.
They were outnumbered, and while, with superior firearms, they could
massacre Indians, they would face massacre in return. They could not
capture them and keep them enslaved; the Indians were tough, resource-
ful, defiant, and ar home in these woods, as the transplanted Englishmen
were not.

There may have been a kind of frustrated rage at their own inepritude,
at the Indian superiority at taking care of themselves, that made the Vir-
ginians especially ready to become the masters of slaves. Edmund Morgan

imagines their mood as he writes in his book 4merican Slavery, American
Freedom:

If you were a colonist, you knew that your technology was superior to
the Indians’. You knew that you were civilized, and they were sav-
ages. ... But your superior technology had proved insufficient to extract
anything. The Indians, keeping to themselves, laughed at your superior
methods and lived from the land more abundantly and with less labor
than you did.... And when your own people started deserting in order to
live with them, it was too much.... So you killed the Indians, tortured
them, burned their villages, burned their cornfields. It proved your
superiority, in spite of your failures. And you gave similar treatment to
any of your own people who succumbed to their savage ways of life. Bug
you still did not grow much corn.

Black slaves were the answer. And it was natural to consider imported
blacks as slaves, even if the institution of slavery would not be regularized
and legalized for several decades. Because, by 1619, a million blacks had
already been brought from Africa to South America and the Caribbean, to
the Portuguese and Spanish colonies, to work as slaves. Fifty years before
Columbus, the Portuguese took ten African blacks to Lisbon: this was the
start of a regular trade in slaves. African blacks had been stamped as slave
labor for a hundred years. So it would have been strange if those twenty
blacks, who had been forcibly transported to Jamestown and sold as
objects to settlers anxious for a steadfast source of labor, were considered
as anything but slaves.

Their helplessness made enslavement easier. The Indians were on
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their own land. The whites were in their own European nc—a.an. .uuvn
blacks had been torn from their land and culture, forced FS.» situation
where the heritage of language, dress, custom, and family relations wasbit
by bit obliterated except for the remnants that blacks could hold on to by
Ennﬂ”qhmmn Q.—n:waw.mn%n‘u:m so subject to easy destruction? The
African civilization was as advanced in its own way as that of mﬁom.vn. In
certain ways, it was more admirable; but it also Fn_cmn.m nn:n_nnm.. v.unnmn..
chical privilege, and the readiness to sacrifice human lives for no_._mao.n or
profit. It was a civilization of one hundred million people, using iron

implements and skilled in farming; It had large urban centers and remark-

able achievements in weaving, ceramics, and mnc_wEnn.. .

European travelers in the sixteenth century were impressed 4&9 the .
African kingdoms of Timbuku and Mali, already stable and .onm»EN& ar
a time when European states were just beginning to develop into modern
nations. . .

Africa had a kind of feudalism, like Europe, based on agriculture, gmw
hierarchies of lords and vassals. But African feudalism didnot come, as did
Europe’s, out of the slave societies of Greece and W.oan. which run
destroyed ancient tribal life. In Africa, tribal life was m.n= voi.nnma. an
some of its betrer features—a communal spirit, more kindness in law and
punishmenc—still existed. And because the lords did not have the weapons
that European lords had, they could not command obedience as nmm__v...

In England, even as late as 1740, a child could vn.rnnm& mmn m"n»rbm.u
rag of cotton. But in the Congo, communal life vn—.m—ma.um. the —.mnm of pri-
vate property was a strange one, and thefts were punished with fines or
various degrees of servitde. A Congolese _nmmnn..SE 0m. the Portuguese
legal codes, asked a Portuguese ance, teasingly: ..ﬂx..run is the penalty in
Pormugal for anyone who puts his feet on the mno.EE.v .

Slavery existed in the African states, and it was sometimes En&. by
Europeans to justify their own slave trade. But, as Muw__ UnS%o:.—»oSﬁ
out in The African Slave Trade, the “slaves” of Africa were more like the -
serfs of Europe—in other words, like most of the population of Europe.
It was a harskiservitude, but they had rights that the slaves brought to
America did not have, and they were “altogether different from the human
cartle of the slave ships and the American plantations.” .

African slavery lacked two elements that made >Bon.§5 slavery the
maost cruel form of slavery in history: the frenzy for limitless profit that
comes from capitalistic agriculture; the reduction of the slave to less than
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human status by the use of racial hatred, with that relentless clarity based
on color, where white was master, black was slave.

In fact, it was because they came from a sentled culture, of tribal cus-
toms and family ties, of communal life and traditional ritual, that African
blacks found themselves especially helpless when removed from this.
They were caprured in the interior (frequently by blacks caught up in the
slave trade themselves), sold on the coast, then shoved into pens with
blacks of other tribes, often speaking different languages.

The conditions of capture and sale were crushing affirmations to the
black African of his helplessness in the face of superior force. The
marches to the coast, sometimes for a thousand miles, with people shack-
led around the neck, under whip and gun, were death marches, in which
two of every five blacks died. On the coast, they were kept in cages until
they were picked and sold. )

Then they were packed aboard the slave ships, in spaces not much big-
ger than coffins, chained together in the dark, wet slime of the ship's bot-
tom, choking in the stench of their own excrement.

On one occasion, hearing a great noise from belowdecks where the
blacks were chained together, the sailors opened the hatches and found the
slaves in different stages of suffocation, many dead, some having killed
others in desperate attempts to breathe. Slaves often jumped overboard to
drown rather than continue their suffering. To one observer a slave deck
was “so covered with blood and mucus that it resembled a slaughter-
house.”

Under these conditions, perhaps one of every three blacks trans-
ported overseas died, but the huge profits (often double the investment on
one trip) madé& it worthwhile for the slave trader, and so the blacks were
packed into the holds like fish.

First the Dutch, then the English, dominated the slave trade. (By 1795
Liverpool had more than a hundred ships carrying slaves and accounted
for half of all the European slave trade.) Some Americans in New En-
gland entered the business, and in 1637 the first American slave ship, the
Desire, sailed from Marblehead, Massachusens. Its holds were partitioned
into racks, two feet by six feet, with leg irons and bars.

By 1800, ten to fifteen million blacks had been transported as slaves to
the Americas, representing perhaps one-third of those originally seized in
Africa. It is roughly estimated that Africa lost fifty million human beings
to death and slavery in those centuries we call the beginnings of modern
Western civilization, at the hands of slave traders and plantation ownersin
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western Europe and America, the countries deemed the most advanced in
the world. i

With all of this—the desperation of the Jamestown mn.n_nnu mmn labor,
the impossibility of using Indians and the difficulty of using whites, the
availability of blacks offered in greater and greater :Eum.vnnm by profit-
seeking dealers in human flesh, and with such blacks wom.m&_n © control
because they had just gone through an ordeal that, if it did not kill Emnw.
must have left them in a state of psychic and physical helplessness—is it
any wonder that such blacks were ripe for enslavement? .

And under these conditions, even if some blacks might have been
considered servants, would blacks be treated the same as white servants?

The evidence, from the court records of colonial Virginia, shows that
in 1630 a white man named Hugh Davis was ordered ..nm be moE.&N
whipt....for abusing himself. . .by defiling his body in lying usnr aNegro.
Ten years later, six servants and “a negro of Mr. Reynolds” started to run
away. While the whites received lighter sentences, “Emanuel the Negro to
receive thirty stripes and to be burnt in the cheek with the _nn.w_. R,andto
work in shackle one year or more as his master shall see cause.

This unequal treatment, this developing noBE:.mno: of contempt
and oppression, feeling and action, which we call :BnﬁBs.Jﬂum n_=m. the
result of a “narural” antipathy of white against black? If racism can’tbe
shown to be natural, then it is the result of certain conditions, and we are
_Bwnnum 10 eliminate those conditions.

All the conditions for blacks and whites in seventeenth-century Amer-
ica were powerfully directed toward antagonism and mistrearment. Under
such conditions even the slightest display of humanity between the races
might be considered evidence of a basic human drive 843& community.

In spite of preconceptions about blackness, which in m..m m:m__mr lan- ;
guage suggested something “foul. . sinister” (Oxford h:w.?».bagﬁqv. P
in spite of the special subordination of blacks in the Americas in the seven-
teenth century, there is evidence that where whites and blacks moEi En.w.
selves with common problems, common work, a common enemy in their
master, they behaved toward one another as equals.

The swift growth of plantation slavery is easily :.unnm!m to some-
thing other than natural racial repugnance: the number of arriving whites,
whether free orindentured servants (under four- to seven-year contracts),
was not enough to meet the need of the plantations. By 1700, in Virginia,
there were 6,000 slaves, one-twelfth of the population. By 1763, there
were 170,000 slaves, about half the population.
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From the beginning, the imported black men and women resisted
their enslavement, under the most difficult conditions, under pain of muti-
lation and death. Only occasionally was there an organized insurrection.
More often they showed their refusal to submit by running away. Even
more often, they engaged in sabotage, slowdowns, and subtle forms of
resistance which asserted, if only to themselves and their brothers and sis-
ters, their dignity as human beings.

A Virginia statute of 1669 referred to “the obstinacy of many of

them,” and in 1680 the Assembly took note of slave meerings “under the
pretense of feasts and brawls” which they considered of “dangerous con-
sequence.” In 1687, in the colony’s Northern Neck, a plot was discovered
in which slaves planned to kil all the whites in the area and escape during a
mass funeral.

Slaves recently from Africa, still holding on to the heritage of their
communal society, would run away in groups and try to establish villages
of runaways outin the wilderness, on the frontier. Slaves born in America,
on the other hand, were more likely to run off alone, and, with the skills
they had learned on the plantation, try to pass as free men.

In the colonial papers of England, a 1729 report from the lieutenant
governor of Virginia to the British Board of Trade tells how “a number of
Negroes, about fifteen. . .formed a design to withdraw from their Master
and to fix themselves in the fastnesses of the neighboring Mountains.
They had found means to get into their possession some Arms and
Ammunition, and they took along with them some Provisions, their
Cloths, bedding and working Tools. ... Tho’ this aempt has happily been
defeated, it ought nevertheless to awaken us into some effectual mea-

SUres...

555.12:5@5«5~m§wm>m§€.Oo<nn=0n>.~uuw=n_2
Spowswood said: .

...freedom wears a cap which can without a tongue, call together all
those who long to shake off the fetters of slavery and as such an Insur-
rection would surely be attended with most dreadful consequences so 1
think we cannot be too early in providing against it, both by putting our
selves in a berrer posture of defence and by making a law to prevent the
consultations of those Negroes.

Indeed, considering the harshness of punishment for running away,
that so many blacks did run away must be a sign of a powerful rebellious-

. ness. All through the 1700s, the Virginia slave code read:
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i . it shall...be lawful for the county court, to
MMHM ﬁ”ﬁ“ﬁ the said slave, either v« dismembering, ow in
any otherway...astheyin their discretion shall think fit, mon.wn.nnor_au.
ing any such incorrigible slave, and terrifying others from the like prac-
tices....
Fear of slave revolt seems to have been a permanent fact of plantation

life. William Byrd, a wealthy Virginia slaveholder, wrotein 1736:

‘We have already at least 10,000 men of these descendants of :»B. fitto
bear arms, and these numbers increase every day, as well by birth asby
importation. And in case thece should arise a man of mnmwmnuﬁ ».on::w
he might with more advantage than Canaline kindle a servile war...an
tinge our rivers wide as they are with blood.

It was an intricate and powerful system of 82.3_ that E..w slave own-
ers developed to maingain their labor supply and their way of life, asystem
both subtle and crude, involving every device that social orders employ

or keeping power and wealth where they are. .
m .w%u.mw”wa was psychological and physical at the mmBo.nBMr.Hn”n
slaves were raught discipline, were impressed again and again with the
idea of their own inferiarity to “know their place,” to see blackness asa
sign of subordination, to be awed by the power of n.rn master, to merge
their interest with the master’s, destroying their own individual needs. To
accomplish this there was the discipline of hard labor, m.—n brealkup Wm the
slave family, the lulling effects of religion (which someames —n..* to “great
mischief,” as one slaveholder reported), the creation of m-wE:Q among
slaves by separating them into field slaves and more privileged house
slaves, and finally the power of law and the immediate power of the over-
seer to invoke whipping, burning, mutiladon, and death.
Still, rebellions took place—not many, but enough to create constant
fear among white planters.
A lerter to London from South Carolina in r720 reports:
1 am now to acquaint you that very lately we have had a very g:nrnm and
barbarous plot of the designe of the negroes rising with a designe t0
destroy all the white people in the country and .&n: to take Chacles
Town in full body but it pleased God it was &mnoﬁnnw and many
of them taken prisoners and some burnt and some hang’d and some
banish’d.
Herbert Aptheker, who did detailed research on slave resistance in
North America for his book American Negro Slave Revolis, found about 250
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instances where a mitiimum of ten slaves joined i a revolt or conspiracy.

From time to time, whites were involved in the slave resistance. As
early as 1663, indentured white servants and black slaves in Gloucester
County, Virginia, formed a conspiracy to rebel and gain theif freedom.
The plot was betrayed, and ended with executions. :

In New York in 1741, thiere were ten thousand whites in the city and
two thousand black slaves. It had been 4 hard winter and the poor—slave
and free—had suffered greatly. When mysterious fires broke out, blacks
and whites were accused of conspiting together. Mass hystetia developed
against the accused. Aftera trial full of lurid accusations by inforners, and
forced confessions, two white meri and rwo white women were executed,
eighteen slaves were hanged, and thirteen slaves were buined alive.

Only one fear was greater than the fear of black rebellion in the new
American colonies. That was the fear that discontented whites would join
black slives to overthrow the existing order. fn the early years of slavery,
especially, before racism as a way of thinking was firmly ingrained, While

- white indentured setvants were often treated as badly as black slaves, there
wasa possibility of cooperation. .

And so, measures were taken. About the same titne that slave codes,
involving discipline:and punishment, were passed by the Virginia Assem-
bly. Edmund Morgan writes:

Virginia's ruling class, having proclaimed that all white men were supe-

tior to black, went on to offer their social (but white) inferiors a number

of benefits previously denied them. 1n 1705 a law was passed requiting

tasters to provide white servants whose indenture time was up with ten

buskhels of corn, thirty shillings, and a gun, while women servants were

to get 15 bushels of cotn and forty shillings. Also, the newly freed ser-

vants were to get o acres of land.

Morgan concludes: “Once the smafl planter felt less exploited by taxa-
tion and begart to prosper alittle, e became less turbulent, less dangerous,
more respectable. He could begin to see his big neighbor not as an extor-
" tionist but as a powerfiil protector of their common interests.”

We see now a complex web of historical threads to erisnare blacks for
slavery in America: the desperation of starving setdlers, the special help-
Jessnéss of the displaced Affrican, the powerfuil incentive of profit for slave
trader and planter, the temptation of siperior status for poor whites, the
elaborate controls against escape and rebellion, the legal and social pun-
ishment of black and white collaboration.

The point is that the elements of this web are historical, not “natural.”
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This does not mean that they are easily disentangled an ntled
means only that there isa possibility for something else, under historical
4. And one of these conditions would be the
has made poor whites desper-
thatunity of black and white

conditions not yet realize
climination of that class exploitation which
ate for small gifis of status, and has prevented
necessary for joint rebellion and reconstruction.
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Around 1700, the Virginia House of Burgesses declared:

The Christian Servants in this country for the most part consists of the
Worser Sort of the people of Europe. And since...such numbers of
irish and other Nations have been brought in of which a great many
have been soldiers in the late wars that according to our present Circum-
mﬂaoﬂtnﬂnrun&u‘mcengn%g!iﬂ?n«inﬂmn&ﬂ%g&
and had the Opertunity of meeting together by Musters we have just

reason to fears they may rise upon us.

It was a kind of class consciousness, 2 class fear. There were things
happening in early Virginia, and in the other colonies,

to warrant it.

d dismantled. It
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Chapter 3

Persons of Mean
and Vile Condition

In 1676, seventy years atter Virginia was tounded, a hundred years befure
it supplied leadership for the American Revulution, that colony taced a
rebellion of white frontiersmen, joined by slaves and servants, a rebellion
so threatening that the governor had w tlee the burning capital of
Jamestown and England decided to send a thousand soldiers across the
Atlantic, hoping to maintain order amonys forty thousand colonists. This
was Bacon’s Rebellion. After the uprising was suppressed, its leader,
Nathaniel Bacon, dead and his associates hunged, was described in a Royal
Commission report:

He seduced the Vulgar and most ignorant people to believe (two thirds
of each counry being of that Sort) Soe that their whole hearts und hopes
were set now upon Bacon. Next he charges the Governour as negligent
and wicked, treacherous and incapable, the Lawes and Taxes as unjust
and oppressive and cryes up absolute necessity of redress.

Bacon's Rebellion began with contlict over how to deal with the Indi-
ans, who were close by, on the western fronticr, constandy threatening,
Whites who had been ignored when huge land grants around Jamestown
were given away had gone west to find land, and there they encountered
Indians. Were those frontier Virginians resentful that the politicos and
landed aristocrats who controlled the colony’s government in Jamestown
first pushed them westward into Indian territory and then seemed indeci-
sive in fighting the Indians? That might explain the character of their
rebellion, not easily classifiable as either unuaristocrac or anti-Indian,
because it was both.
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And the governor, William Berkeley, and his Jamestown crowd—
were they more conciliatory to the Indians (they wooed certain of them as
spies and allies) now that they had monopolized the land in the East, could
use frontier whites as a buffer, and needed peace? The desperation of the
government in suppressing the rebellion seemed to have a double motive:
developing an Indian policy that would divide Indians in order to control
them, and teaching the poor whites of Virginia that rebellion did not
pay—by a show of superior force, by calling for troops from England
itself, by mass hanging,

Times were hard in 1676. “There was genuine distress, genuine
poverty.... All contemporary sources speak of the great mass of people as
living in severe economic straits,” writes Wilcomb Washburn, who, using
British colonial records, has done an exhaustive study of Bacon’s Rebellion.

Bacon himself had a good bit of land and was probably more enthusi-
astic about killing Indians than about redressing the grievances of the poor.
But he became a symbol of mass resentment against the Virginia establish-
ment and was elected in the spring of 1676 to the House of Burgesses.
When he insisted on organizing armed detachments to fight the Indians,
outside official control, Berkeley proclaimed him a rebel and had him cap-
tured, whereupon two thousand Virginians marched into Jamestown to
support him. Berkeley let Bacon go, in return for an apology, but Bacon
went off, gathered his militia, and began raiding the Indians.

Bacon’s “Declaration of the People” of July 1676 shows a mixture of
populist resentment against the rich and frontier hatred of the Indians. It
indicted the Berkeley administration for unjust taxes, for putting favorites
in high positions, for monopolizing the beaver trade, and for not proect-
ing the western farmers from the Indians.

But in the fall, Bacon, aged twenty-nine, fell sick and died, because of
as a contemporary put it, “swarmes of Vermyn that bred in his body.”

The rebellion didn’t last long after that. A ship armed with thirty
guns, cruising the York River, became the base for securing order, and its
captain, Thomas Grantham, used force and deception to disarm the last
rebel forces. Coming upon the chief garrison of the rebellion, he found
four hundred armed Englishmen and Negroes, a mixture of freemen, ser-
vants, and slaves. He promised to pardon everyone, to give freedom to
slaves and servants, but when they got into the boat, he trained his big guns
on them, disarmed them, and eventually delivered the slaves and servants
to their masters. The remaining garrisons were overcome one by one.

Twenty-three rebel leaders were hanged.
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It was a complex chain of oppression in Virginia. The Indians were
plundered by white frontiersmen, who were taxed and controlled by the
Jamestown elite. And the whole colony was being exploited by England,
which bought the colonists’ tobacco at prices it dictated and made one
hundred thousand pounds a year for the king.

From the testimony of the governor himself, the rebellion against him
had the overwhelming support of the Virginia population. A member of
his council reported that the defection was “almost general® and laid it to
“the Lewd dispositions of some Persons of desperate Fortunes” who had
“the Vaine hopes of takeing the Countrey wholley out of his Majesty’s
handes into their owne.” Another member of the Governor’s Council,
Richard Lee, noted that Bacon’s Rebellion had started over Indian policy.
Bur the “zealous inclination of the multitude” to support Bacon was due,
he said, to “hopes of levelling.”

“Leveling” meant equalizing the wealth. Leveling was to be behind
countless actions of poor whites against the rich in all the English colonies,
in the century and a half before the Revoluytion. .

The servants who joined Bacon’s Rebellion were part of a large
underclass of miserably poor whites who came to the North American
colonies from European cities whose governments were anxious to be rid
of them. In England, the development of commerce and capitalism in the
15005 and 1600s, the enclosing of land for the production of wool, filled
the cities with vagrant poor, and from the reign of Elizabeth on, laws were
passed to punish them, imprison them in workhouses, or exile them.

In the 1600s and 1700s, by forced exile, by lures, promises, and lies, by
kidnapping, by their urgent need to escape the living conditions of the
home country, poor people wanting to go to America became commodi-
ties of profit for merchants, traders, ship captains, and eventually their
masters in America.

After signing the indenture, in which the immigrants agreed to pay
their cost of passage by working for a master for five or seven years, they
were often imprisoned until the ship sailed, to make sure they did not run
away. In the year 1619, the Virginia House of Burgesses, born that year as
the first representative assembly in America (it was also the year of the
first importation of black slaves), provided for the recording and enforc-
ing of contracts between servants and masters. As in any contract berween
unequal powers, the parties appeared on paper as equals, but enforcement
was far easier for master than for servant.

The voyage to America lasted eight, ten, or twelve weeks, and the ser-
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vants were packed into ships with the same fanatic concern for profits that
marked the slave ships. If the weather was bad, and the trip took too long,
they ran out of food. Gottlieb Mittelberger, a musician, traveling from
Germany to America around 1750, wrote about his voyage:

During the journey the ship is full of pitiful signs of distress—smells,
fumes, horrors, vomiting, various kinds of sea sickness, fever, dysen-
tery, headaches, heat, constipation, boils, scurvy, cancer, mouth-rot, and
similar afflictions, all of them caused by the age and the high salted state
of the food, especially of the meat, as well as by the very bad and filthy
water.... Add to all that shortage of food, hunger, thirst, frost, heat,
dampness, fear, misery, vexation, and lamentation as well as other trou-
bles. ... On hoard our ship, on a day on which we had a great storm, a
woman about to give bisth and unable to deliver under the circum-
stances, was pushed through one of the porthales into the sea....

Indentured servants were bought and sold like slaves. An announce-
ment in the Pirginia Gagette, March 28, 1771, read:

“Just arrived at Leedstown, n.n. Ship Justitia, with about one Hundred
Healthy Servants, Men Women & Bays. ... The Sale will commence on
Tuesday the 2nd of April.”

Against the rosy accounts of better living standards in the Americas
one must place many others, like one immigrant’s letter from America:
“Whoever is well off in Europe better remain there. Here is misery and
distress, same as everywhere, and for certain persons and conditions
incomparably more than in Europe.”

Beatings and whippings were common. Servant women were raped.
In Virginia in the 1660s, a master was convicted of raping two women ser-
vants, He also was known to beat his own wife and children; he had
whipped and chained another servant until he died. The master was
berated by the court, but specifically cleared on the rape charge, despite
averwhelming evidence.

The master tried to control completely the sexual lives of the servants.
It was in his economic interest to keep women servants from marrying or
from having sexual relations, because childbearing would interfere with
work. Benjamin Franklin, writing as “Poor Richard” in 1736, gave adviceto
his readers: “Let thy maidservant be faithful, strong, and homely.”

Sometimes servants organized rebellions, but one did not find on the
mainland the kind of large-scale conspiracies of servants that existed, for
instance, on Barbados in the West Indies.
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Despite the rarity of servants’ rebellions, the threat was always there,
and masters were fearful. After Bacon’s Rebellion, two companies of En-
glish soldiers remained in Virginia to guard against future trouble, and their
presence was defended in a report to the Lords of Trade and Plantation
saying: “Virginia is at present poor and more populous than ever. There
is great apprehension of a rising among the servants, owing to their
great necessities and want of clothes; they may plunder the storehouses
and ships.”

Escape was easier than rebellion. “Numerous instances of mass deser-
tions by white servants took place in the Southern colonies,” reports
Richard Morris (Government and Labor in Early America), on the basis of
an inspection of colonial newspapers in the 1700s. “The atmosphere of
seventeenth-century Virginia,” he says, “was charged with plots and
rumors of combinations of servants to run away.”

The mechanism of control was formidable. Strangers had to show
passports or certificates to prove they were freemen. Agreements among the
colonies provided for the extradition of fugitive servants (these became the
basis of the clause in the U.S. Constitution that persons “held to Service or
Labor in one State. . .escaping into another.... shall be delivered up...").

Sometimes, servants went on strike. One Maryland master com-
plained to the Provincial Courtin 1663 that his servants did “peremptorily
and positively refuse to goe and doe their ordinary labor.” The servants
responded that they were fed only “Beanes and Bread” and they were “soe
weake, wee are not able to perform the imploym’ts hee puts us uppon.”
They were given thirty lashes by the court.

More than half the colonists who came to the North American shores
in the colonial period came as servants. They were mostly English in the
seventeenth century, Irish and German in the eighteenth century. More
and more, slaves replaced them, as they ran away to freedom or finished
their time, but as late as 1755, white servants made up 1o percent of the
population of Maryland.

What happened to these servants afier they became free? There are
cheerful accounts in which they rise to prosperity, becoming landowners
and important figures. But Abbot Smith, after a careful study (Colonists in
[Bondage), concludes that colonial society “was not democratic and cer-
tainly not equalitarian; it was dominated by men who had money enough
to make others work for them.” And: “Few of these men were descended
from indentured servants, and practically none had themselves been of
this class.”
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It seems quite clear that class lines hardened through the colonial
period; the distinction between rich and poor became sharper. By 1700
there were fifty rich families in Virginia, with wealth equivalent to fifty

thousand pounds (a huge sum those days), who lived off the labor of black -

slaves and white servants, owned the plantations, sat on the governor’s
council, served as local magistrates. In Maryland, the sertlers were ruled
by a proprietor whose right of total control over the colony had been
granted by the English king. Between 1650 and 1689 there were five
revolts against the proprietor.

Carl Bridenbaugh'’s study of colonial cities, Cities in the Wilderness,

reveals a clear-cut class system. He finds: “The leaders of early Boston

were gentlemen of considerable wealth who, in association with the
clergy, eagerly sought to preserve in America the social arrangements of
the Mother Country.”

At the very start of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630, the gover-
nor, John Winthrop, had declared the philosophy of the rulers: “in all
times some must be rich, some poore, some highe and eminent in power
and dignitie; others meane and in subjection.”

Rich merchants erected mansions; persons “of Qualitie” traveled in
coaches or sedan chairs, had their portraits painted, wore periwigs, and
filled themselves with rich food and Madeira. A petition came from the
town of Deerfield in 1678 to the Massachusetts General Court: “You may
be pleased to know that the very principle and best of the land; the best for
soile; the best for situation; as laying in ye center and midle of the town:
and as to quantity, nere half, belongs unto eight or nine proprietors. ...

New York in the colonial period was like a feudal kingdom. The
Dutch had set up a patroonship system along the Hudson River, with
enormous landed estates, where the barons controlled completely the lives
of their tenants. In 1689, many of the grievances of the poor were mixed
up in the farmers’ revolt of Jacob Leisler and his group. Leisler was
hanged, and the parceling out of huge estates continued. Under Governor
Benjamin Fletcher, three-fourths of the land in New York was granted to
about thirty people. He gave a friend a half million acres for a token annual
payment of thirty shillings.

In 1700, New York City church wardens had asked for funds from the
common council because “the Crys of the poor and Impotent for want of
Relief are Extreamly Grevious.” In the 1730s, demand began to grow for
institutions to contain the “many Beggarly people daily suffered to wan-
der about the Streets.”
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A letter to Peter Zenger’s New York Journal in 1737 described the

& m_oe. street urchin of New York as “an Qbject in Human Shape, half

' starv’d with Cold, with Cloathes out at the Elbows, Knees through the
' Breeches, Hair standing on end. ... From the age about four to Fourteen
© they spend their Days in the Streets. . .then they are put out as Apprentices,

wn-—_nmw four, five, orsix years....”
The colonies grew fast in the 1700s. English settlers were joined by

. Scotch-Irish and German immigrants. Black slaves were pouring in; they
‘were 8 percent of the population in 1690; 21 percent in 1770. The popula-
‘dan of the colonies was 250,000 in 1700; 1,600,000 by 1760. Agriculture

was growing. Small manufacturing was developing. Shipping and trading

L were expanding. The big cities—Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and
.- Charleston—were doubling and tripling in size.

Through all that growth, the upper class was getting most of the ben-

..._._,  efits and monopolized political power. In Boston, by 1770, the top 1 per-
& centof property owners owned 44 percent of the wealth.

Everywhere the poor were struggling to stay alive, simply to keep

.. _m from freezing in cold weather. All the cities built poorhouses in the 1730s,

aot just for old people, widows, crippled, and orphans, but for unem-
ployed, war veterans, new immigrants. In New York, at midcentury,

% the city almshouse, built for one hundred poor, was housing over

four hundred. A Philadelphia citizen wrote in 1748: “Itis remarkable what
an increase of the number of Beggars there is about this town this win-
ter.” In 1757, Boston officials spoke of “a great Number of Poor...who
can scarcely procure from day to day daily Bread for themselves &
Familjes.” )

The colonies, it seems, were societies of contending classes—a fact
abscured by the emphasis, in traditional histories, on the external struggle
against England, the unity of colonists in the Revolution. The country
therefore was not “born free” but born slave and free, servant and master,
tenant and landlord, poor and rich. As a result, the political authorities
were opposed “frequently, vociferously, and sometimes violently,”
according to Gary Nash. “Outbreaks of disorder punctuated the last quar-
ter of the seventeenth century, toppling established governments in Mass-
achuseus, New York, Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina.”

Free white workers were better off than slaves or servants, but they
still resented unfair treatment by the wealthier classes. A severe food
shortage in Boston in 1713 brought a warning from town selectmen to the
General Assembly of Massachusetts, saying that the “threatening scarcity
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of provisions™ had led to such “extravagant prices that the necessities of
the poor in the approaching winter must needs be very pressing.” Andrew
Belcher, a wealthy merchant, was exporting grain to the Caribbean

because the profit was greater there. On May 19, two hundred people

rioted on the Boston Common. They attacked Belcher's ships, broke into
his warehouses looking for corn, and shot the lieutenant governor when
he tried to interfere.

In the 1730s, in Boston, people protesting the high prices established
by merchants demolished the public market in Dock Square while (as a
conservative writer complained) “murmuring against the Government &
the rich people.” No one was arrested, after the demonstrators warned
that arrests would bring “Five Hundred Men in Solemn League and
Covenent” who would destroy other markets set up for the benefit of rich
merchants.

Bostonians rioted also against impressment, in which men were
drafted for naval service. They surrounded the house of the governar, beat
up the sheriff, locked up a deputy sheriff, and stormed the townhouse
where the General Court sat. The militia did not respond when called to
put them down, and the governor fled. The crowd was condemned by a
merchants’ group as a “Riotous Tumultuous Assembly of Foreign Sea-
men, Servants, Negroes, and Other Persons of Mean and Vile Condition.”

In New Jersey in the 1740s and 1750s, poor farmers occupying land,
over which they and the landowners had rival claims, rioted when rents
were demanded of them. In 1745, Samuel Baldwin, who had long lived on
his land and who held an Indian tidle to it, was arrested for nonpayment of
rent to the proprietor and taken to the Newark jail. A contemporary
described what happened then: “The People in general, supposing the
Design of the Proprietors was to ruin them...went to the Prison, opened
the Door, took out Baldwin.”

Through this period, England was fighting a series of wars (Queen
Anne’s War in the early 1700s, King George’s War in the 1730s). Some
merchants made fortunes from these wars, but for most people they meant
higher raxes, unemployment, poverty. An anonymous pamphleteer in
Massachusetts, writing angrily after King George’s War, described the sit-
uation: “Poverty and Discontent appear in every Face (except the Counte-
nances of the Rich) and dwell upon every Tongue.” He spoke of a few
men, fed by “Lust of Power, Lust of Fame, Lust of Money,” who got rich
during the war. “No Wonder such Men can build Ships, Houses, buy
Farms, set up their Coaches, Chariots, live very splendidly, purchase
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Fame, Posts of Honour.” He called them “Birds of prey...Enemies to all

e Communities—wherever they live.”

The forced service of seamen led to a riot against impressment in

£ Bostonin1747. Then crowds turned against Thomas Hutchinson, a rich

merchant and colonial official who had backed the governor in putting

" - down the riot, and who also designed a currency plan for Massachusetts
.. which seemed to discriminate against the poor. Hutchinson’s house
- burned down, mysteriously, and a crowd gathered in the street, cursing

Hurchinson and shouting, “Let it burn!”
By the years of the Revolutionary crisis, the 1760s, the wealthy elite

" thar controlled the British colonies on the American mainland had 150 years

of experience, had learned certain things about how to rule. They had vari-

§ - ousfears, butalso had developed tactics to deal with what they feared.

With the problem of Indian hostility and the danger of slave revolts,

¥ thecolonial elite had to consider the class anger of poor whites—servants,
£~ tenants, the city poor, the propertyless, the waxpayer, the soldier and sailor.

As the colonies passed their hundredth year and went into the middle of
the 17005, as the gap between rich and poor widened, as violence and the
threat of violence increased, the problem of control became more serious.

What if these different despised groups—the Indians, the slaves, the
poor whites—should combine? Even before there were so many blacks, in
the seventeenth century, there was, as Abbot Smith puts it, “alively fear
that servants would join with Negroes or Indians to overcome the small
number of masters.”

Bacon’s Rebellion was instructive: to conciliate a diminishing Indian
population at the expense of infuriating a coalition of white frontiersmen
was very risky. Better to make war on the Indian, gain the support of the
white, divert possible class conflict by turning poor whites against Indians
for the security of the elite.

Might blacks and Indians combine against the white enemy? In the
Carolinas, whites were outnumbered by black slaves and nearby Indian
wribes; in the 17505, twenty-five thousand whites faced forty thousand
black slaves, with sixry thousand Creek, Cherokee, Choctaw, and Chicka-

: saw Indians in the area.

The white rulers of the Carolinas seemed to be conscious of the need
for a policy, as one of them putit, “to make Indians & Negros a checque
upon each other lest by their Vasty Superior Numbers we should be
crushed by one or the other.” And so laws were passed prohibiting free
blacks from traveling in Indian country. Treaties with Indian tribes con-
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tained clauses requiring the return of fugitive slaves. Governor Lyule-
town of South Carolina wrote in 1738: “It has always been the policy of
this government to create an aversion in them [Indians] to Negroes.”

Blacks ran away to Indian villages, and the Creeks and Cherokees
harbored runaway slaves by the hundreds. Many of these were amalga-
mated into the Indian tribes, married, produced children. But the combi-
nation of harsh slave codes and bribes to the Indians to help put down
black rebels kept things under control.

It was the potential combination of poor whites and blacks that caused
the most fear among the wealthy white planters. If there had been the nat-
ural racial repugnance that some theorists have assumed, control would
have been easier. But sexual attraction was powerful, across racial lines. In
1743, a grand jury in Charleston, South Carolina, denounced “The Too
Common Practice of Criminal Conversation with Negro and other Slave
Wenches in this Province.”

What made Bacon'’s Rebellion especially fearsome for the rulers of
Virginia was that black slaves and white servants joined forces. All
through those early years, black and white slaves and servants ran away
together, as shown both by the laws passed to stop this and the records of
the courts. A letter from the southern colonies in 1682 complained of “no
white men to superintend our negroes, or repress an insurrection of
negroes...." A report to the English government in 1721 said that in South
Carolina “black slaves have lately attempted and were very near succeed-
ing in a new revolution. ..and therefore, it may be necessary... to propose
some new law for encouraging the entertainment of more white servants
in the future.”

This fear may help explain why Parliament, in 1717, made transporta-
tion to the New World a legal punishment for crime. After that, tens of
thousands of convicts could be sent to Virginia, Maryland, and other
colonies. ;

Racism was becoming more and more practical. Edmund Morgan, on
the basis of his careful study of slavery in Virginia, sees racism not as
“natural” to black-white difference, but something coming out of class
scorn, a realistic device for control. “If freemen with disappointed hopes
should make common cause with slaves of desperate hope, the results
might be worse than anything Bacon had done. The answer to the prob-
lem, obvious if unspoken and only gradually recognized, was racism, to
separate dangerous free whites from dangerous black slaves by a screen of
" racial contempt.”
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There was still another control which became handy as the colonies

.. grew, and which had crucial consequences for the continued rule of the

elite throughout American history. Along with the very rich and the very
poor, there developed a white middle class of small planters, independent
farmers, city artisans, who, given small rewards for joining forces with
merchants and planters, would be a solid buffer against black slaves, fron-

~ ter Indians, and very poor whites.

While it was the rich who ruled Boston, there were political jobs avail-
able for the moderately well-off, as “cullers of staves,” “measurer of Coal
Baskets,” “Fence Viewer.” Aubrey Land found in Maryland a class of
small planters who were not “the beneficiary” of the planting society as
the rich were, but who had the distinction of being called planters, and
who were “respectable citizens.”

The Pennsylvania Journal wrote in 1756: “The people of this province
are generally of the middling sort, and at present pretty much upon alevel.

3 " They are chiefly industrious farmers, artificers or men in trade”. . .. To call
¥ - them “the people™ was to omit black slaves, white servants, displaced Indi-

ans. And the term “middle class” concealed a fact long true about this
country, that, as Richard Hofstadrer said: “It was. . .a middle-class society
governed for the most part by its upper classes "

Those upper classes, to rule, needed to make concessions to the mid-
dle class, without damage to their own wealth or power, at the expense of
slaves, Indians, and poor whites. This bought loyalty. And to bind that
loyalty with something more powerful even than material advantage, the
ruling group found, in the 1760s and 1770s, a wonderfully useful device.
That device was the language of liberty and equality, which could unite
just enough whites to fight a revolution against England, without ending
either slavery or inequality.
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